First. The Public Victory habits are as follows: Habit 4, Think Win-Win; Habit 5, Seek First to Understand Then To Be Understood; Habit 6, Synergize; and Habit 7, Sharpen the Saw (Covey, 1989) .
In my research, I study the contemporary use of self-help ideas in American business settings. Specifically, I have examined how The 7Habits shapes the identity of organization members who read and use the book. For this project, I collected data from members of a U.S. military organization. The facility commander of this organization required all members to participate in a 3-day 7 Habits training seminar. This training is part of a broader reorganization effort mandated by congressional budget cuts. In the following section, I discuss several representative comments drawn from the interviews with members who completed the training. The 7 Habits provided Bruce with a language and frame of reference for making sense of his feeling that "things were out of whack." Indeed, the notion and importance of balance is the key lesson Bruce learned from working with The 7 Habits. The book allowed Bruce to handle what was "out of whack" not by altering work but by altering Bruce. Popular management writing and discourse often advocate that people change themselves to meet the new conditions in which we work and organize.
Each interviewee told me that
Diana, a 7Habits trainer, explained how the material helped her:
It"s amazing! Going through the class-I think I took it in "96 or "95. And I equate it to the equivalent of getting a Jiminy Cricket on my shoulder. It either awakened the conscience that I had, [the conscience] that I was being able to control, or it was basically a conscience that I didn"t have. I don"t know. It gave me such an awareness of stuff that I ... don"t know any other way to do things anymore. And to me just little things like [getting up when my] alarm clock [goes off]-or if I make a commitment to run certain days during the week-if I can"t honor that, it starts there. It"s just been really powerful.
Diana stated quite clearly that The 7 Habits has changed her perceptions and her behaviors. According to Diana, thanks to The 7 Habits, she has a conscience, or a commitment to commitment. This modification in her attitudes and practices has been thorough enough that she no longer knows how to do things differently.
Bruce and Diana"s comments provide a partial, perhaps obvious, explanation for the popularity of management literature: It aids people with their life problems. For Bruce and Diana, The 7 Habits altered individual awareness, which led to altered practices. It simultaneously helped and altered them. In short, The 7 Habits enables certain kinds of attitudes and behaviors by shaping the subject.
As The 7Habits message and training enabled some actions, the message also interacted with deeply held American cultural values. A common critique of self-help literature is that it focuses on the individual as the source of problems and solutions (e.g., Cloud, 1998) . This theme figures prominently in the lessons of The 7
Habits and helps provide further explanation for the popularity of the text. The theme is apparent in the following excerpt from my interview with Doug:
"Sharpen the Saw" ...
[is] such an important habit. I mean, it"s about-it"s the habit of renewal. It"s the role of the self. It"s, you know, on your weekly compass, it"s the role of self. And you focus on, you know, different ways-the physical, social, emotional, spiritual, mental-on how you can sharpen this, not just maintain it. So it grabs the "you." It says "you," you know.
Given the importance of the individual to American culture (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1996; Lears, 1981) , Doug"s concern with the self should not be surprising. Many people have told me that the book aids their personal development. Thus, we must recognize that popular management discourse builds on rather than challenges many key values of American culture. Of course, if this discourse did not tap into our commonly held values it would not be popular and, thus, would not be the topic of this Forum.
Building on individualism within The 7 Habits does more than capture readers" attention and reaffirm our sense of self. Relying on "the individual" also blunts the cooperative possibilities of the Public Victory, which teaches the effective person to cooperate with others to achieve personal and public ends. Many participants expressed difficulty or wariness implementing this idea. For example, Bruce said, "Sometimes when you understand another person, indicate understanding in another person, they see that as consent for their view. And that is something you need to guard against." Janet expressed similar difficulty using Habits 4 to 6, the Public Victory habits, because, according to her, they were the most challenging to implement. I noted in my observations that they required a great deal of work and attention from her. These habits seemed quite unnatural, unlike those in Private Victory. Habits 4 to 6 also required the participation of other people, which complicated their use and application. Based on Janet"s experiences, other people may see her attempts to use Habits 4 to 6 as weaknesses to be exploited.
Covey"s Public Victory habits advocate the adoption of a "win-win" perspective, active listening, and a willingness to seek a "third alternative" so that all parties in a decision attain what they need. Many of those interviewed worried that their attempts to enact these habits might lead to the erosion of their presence as individuals. One interviewee told me that some of her coworkers viewed cooperation, in the form of "win-win," as "un-American." The 7 Habits helps produce specific kinds of organization subjects. As the preceding comments suggest, though, these interviewees resemble previous subjects, as evidenced by the importance placed on the individual in their interviews.
The 7Habits offers these subjects solutions for, and transformations of, the self. The 7Habits leads them to live in the world differently. The participants report satisfaction, reassurance, and a new sense of self-awareness. They also report a wariness regarding cooperation with others. Recognizing all of this moves us away from the domination-resistance model of organizational subjects. We must begin to acknowledge, then, that The 7 Habits enables and constrains these subjects in new and old ways.
A focus on enablement and constraint focuses analysis on what organizational subjects can and cannot do, which is important because it will help or hinder efforts to organize. For example, the intense and deeply held belief in the individual in American culture negates the focus on cooperation within The 7 Habits. Wariness regarding cooperation also might lead subjects to consider attempts to democratize the workplace as misguided. Even attempts to introduce teamwork and/or consensus processes may be blunted by the American cultural legacy. In addition, the degree of satisfaction expressed by those I have interviewed regarding The 7Habits suggests that these people may see democratization efforts as unnecessary for improving work. When used in collectivist cultures, by contrast, the first three habits of the book may seem unnatural and, as a result, more difficult to apply.
